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	1. Chapter 1

**Ad Usque Fidelis**

**Chapter 1**

**20 Oct 2552 - City of New Mombasa – Earth**

The word was the Chief was finally on the ground. A morale booster if there ever was one, and an answer to most prayers. Hours earlier the worst fears of Humanity had been realized when a small fleet of Covenant capital ships exited Slipspace just off of Earth's defensive network. In what seemed like a heartbeat, the massive Covenant Assault Carrier had broken through the defenses and chose the city of New Mombasa as its victim, immediately deploying troops and vehicles to wreak havoc. Naturally, it was up to the UNSC marines to be the first responders.

"No promises on how well he's going to aid things, Mac, death toll is high. There are still a ton of civilians on the ground. They don't know how to fight back." By he, Corporal Slater meant the Chief. Slater was crouched behind a crumbled mass of concrete that had once been a highway overpass. He was speaking to his only living chain-of-command, Sergeant McNamara, who was crouched next to him, her assault rifle lying across her lap. Their higher up, Gunnery Sergeant Stephenson, took a direct plasma hit and had been dead before he hit the ground. Grim, but not a surprising outcome for the way the day was going.

McNamara frowned, her brow furrowing in frustration. After a moment she nodded in response, tonguing the wad of chewing tobacco she had crammed into her lip.

"He'll do what he can, I suppose," the Sergeant answered, taking a moment to spit, "Can be said for the lot of us, really. Do what we can and fuckin' pray for the best, hey. That's the closest thing to a strategy I've heard in months."

Slater let out a scoff of agreement.

"Your headset working yet?"

"Nope. She's dead as a doornail. I tried to tell the techs before we went topside that it was all screwy. 'Give it a smack' they said. Load of horseshit if I've ever heard it. Didn't want to fill out the paperwork to give me a new helmet," McNamara spit again, "You're my eyes and ears. Anything on the HUD?"

"Distant flickers of red, but they're on the outer edges of the radar. Not a worry to us, not yet," Slater gave a casual shrug, and gazed up into the sky, shaking his head, "This is so fucked."

"You don't need to tell me twice."

"Whenever you want to move out, just say the word."'

"I'm good to sit here for a bit yet, ain't in any rush." McNamara moved from crouching to sitting to prove the point. She took a deep breath and exhaled, wiping a bit of sweat from her face with her tunic sleeve. Despite the craziness of the day, she felt oddly calm. Everything had seemed to slow to a dream-like haze after Stephenson died. That's when any emotion McNamara had been feeling shut off, too. She hadn't witnessed a death and felt as vapid as she had when she saw Stephenson take that hit. She watched it happen in a split second, and once the fire-fight ended, watch Slater confirm he was dead. The whole time she felt nothing. Just nothing. Desensitized? That's what the psychs called it, she remembered. Being desensitized to death required a lot of fuckery to occur prior to. It had been close to twenty years of this bullshit, long enough, McNamara figured.

"Can't believe Gunny's gone." It was if Slater was reading her mind.

"A lot of my skeletons died with him," McNamara said, "That man had more dirt on me than most." She shook her head, "Christ. Here one second and gone the next. Wonder if they'll be saying the same for this city. Or for Earth, for that matter."

"My hopes are with the Chief."

"Putting all your bets on one man… if it were any other day, I'd call you crazy. Today though, I'd say he's the one I'm counting on too." McNamara glanced down at her utility belt, "That and my grenades."

She received a gentle nudge in the ribs from Slater, and glanced to him, he'd frozen on the spot, looking directly ahead. McNamara slowly moved her head in the direction he was looking, and saw a couple of Elite minors had emerged from an alleyway, trailed by a handful of Grunts. Since she and Slater weren't moving, concealed in the shadow of the remnants of the highway overpass, the aliens hadn't seen them. From here, they could hear the guttural growls from the Elites and the high-pitched squeals from the Grunts.

"Speaking of grenades," the Sergeant whispered under her breath. Cautiously, she reached to her utility belt and plucked out a grenade. Gripping it tightly, the spoon pressed between her thumb and forefinger, she exhaled a small breath. It fit in her palm perfectly – never did she feel more comfortable holding anything else. Curling her finger around the pin, she met Slater's eyes.

"Can you make it to cover in three seconds?"

Slater nodded confidently. Wasn't the first time Sergeant Mac had given him this ultimatum, and he'd only been fortunate to work with her for several months. It was one of the first things he'd heard about her, she was the Sergeant that loved grenades. That and she'd been charged for punching an officer a few years back.

"As soon as I let fly, go. It'll distract them from this baby landing in between their legs. I'll be right behind you." McNamara slowly rose into a crouching position, moving forward a few steps, before quickly raising to full height. With a satisfying click, she jerked the pin from the grenade and let it fly overhand. She watched it long enough to see the spoon separate and go cartwheeling – and heard Slater clambering over the concrete – before she bolted into a run. _One. _She heard the yell from the Elites as they spotted either her or Slater. _Two._ Slater slid behind a giant slab of concrete and in two long strides, she slid in next to him, kicking up dust. _Three_. A grin broke out on her face, and the grenade exploded. The concussion jarred the ground and her body, the aliens' screams swallowed up by the deafening sound of it going off, pieces of shrapnel could be heard whizzing past overhead and hitting the other side of their concrete slab.

"I fucking love my job!" McNamara announced.

Slater shook his head, unable to hold back a grin,

"Never one for a subtle approach, are you Mac?"

"Life's too short to keep things subtle," was her matter-of-fact reply, as she rose to her feet and left their cover, her weight on the chunks of concrete causing them to crunch loudly. Even from where she was standing, she saw she had successfully killed the lot of them. Their bodies, colors distinct amongst the grey tones of the surroundings, were lying scattered and motionless. She spotted a severed limb or two. The blood, purple and florescent blue, had been splattered in a surprisingly large radius.

"Confirmed kills," Mac heard Slater say as he came to stand beside her.

"That was for Stephenson. Only right." She met Slater's eyes, smiling slightly, "He always enjoyed getting me to blow shit up for him." Glancing down to the slab of concrete that she and Slater had used for cover, she grabbed a piece of shrapnel that had stuck there from the explosion, jerked it free and examined it, before putting it in the breast pocket of her tac vest. If it were possible, she kept a piece of shrapnel from every grenade she threw. The last one, she hadn't.

"Happy you can get your chunk of grenade this time?"

"Yup," She spit a glob of tobacco in the direction of the aliens' dead bodies. She held up her gloved hand for emphasis, "Ever notice the ring I wear on my middle finger?"

Slater nodded.

"It's not…"

"Made out of shrapnel, yes indeed," McNamara smirked, "Don't make enough even on a Sergeant's wages to blow credits on gold or silver. Shrapnel works just fine."

"Shit." Slater remarked, an instantaneous change in his tone, which alerted McNamara to the fact he wasn't remarking on her ring. She tightened her grip on her assault rifle, looking around, waiting for him to say something, to move. She knew he was watching his HUD.

"What's goin' on, Slater?" The Sergeant pressed after one too many seconds of silence for her liking.

"Your grenade attracted company," He answered, "Multiple targets showing on my HUD, coming in the general direction that the others did – same alley-way, if I'm seeing this correctly. Won't be long 'til they see the mess you made of their buddies."

"How many is multiple?"

"Too many for the two of us to fuck with, and considering I can't tell whether they're Elites, or Grunts, or…" "Let's get the fuck out of here," McNamara snapped, gesturing, "Down that alleyway. Keep me informed on what you're seeing."

They took off on a light jog, clambering their way out of the mounds of collapsed concrete and into a shadowy, narrow alleyway between two partially destroyed buildings. The alleyway seemed to echo their footsteps, but it wasn't time for a leisurely pace. McNamara was glad that Slater had been assigned as her fire-team partner several months ago, and realized how lucky she was to still have him by her side. She made a mental point to tell him that. He'd been beside Stephenson when he had taken the hit. It could have just as easily been Slater.

They'd been separated from the remainder of their unit, but as fire-team partners it wasn't nearly as big of a deal as it could have been. Slater was good at navigating and his sense of direction seemed to be spot-on, even areas that he had never been in. Neither of them had set foot in New Mombasa prior to this very day, but thanks to Slater he had gotten them out of more than one sticky situation. This would be the third. And Slater, God love him, he never seemed to lose his cool. Didn't resort to a beer (or few) after battles, didn't have a relationship with nicotine like she did. The corporal was just twenty-seven and truly seemed like he was born to be a marine.

"I want to shoot whoever designed this city," Slater remarked as they emerged from the alleyway, made sure the area was clear before dashing into another narrow alley, "Too many things look the same. And the fact that everything is getting destroyed doesn't help matters."

"You have a better idea of where we're going than I do," McNamara said, "How's the HUD? Did we lose them? I don't think they heard us making our exit."

"Not getting anything," they came to a stop in the alley, by the cover of a garbage dumpster. Slater wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve, "I think we're safe again for now, Mac."  
>"This is a game of cat and mouse, and I don't like fuckin' being the mouse," she stated, "We gotta run into our own guys soon. There's strength in numbers, and although we are a badass fire-team, Slater, we can't be running into big groups like that time after time. We've only got so much ammo, and I can't make grenades appear out of thin air."<p>

Slater nodded in acknowledgment.

"I'll radio again, see if anyone responds."

"On the open comm-channel?"

"Don't have any other choice. If the Covenant pick it up, well, tough for us I guess. I wasn't given any secure channels to use. Probably didn't think I'd need to."

McNamara shrugged in defeat, and listened as Slater began to attempt radio contact with anyone nearby. Her wad of tobacco was starting to lose its taste, so she wedged it out of her lip with her tongue and spit it into the garbage dumpster. Taking out her can of chewing tobacco, she gave it a shake. There wasn't much left. She'd wait until later to have more, she decided, before shoving it back into her fatigues pocket.

Movement caught her eye, and she looked up, bringing her assault rifle into firing position. Slater, saw her quick movement, and whipped around, but at this point there was no cause for alarm. Standing at the end of the alleyway, were two people, a man and a woman. Both of them appeared to be no older than twenty. Civilians. They looked scared and exhausted, but relief seemed to seep through their expressions for coming upon McNamara and Slater.

McNamara lowered her rifle, and studied the two civilians. They were dishevelled, their clothes were dirty. They looked like they had been through hell and back, but then again, McNamara realized, she and Slater probably looked not much different.

"Don't look so scared," McNamara said, relaxing and leaning back against the wall of the alley, "We're UNSC Marines."

She wasn't quite particularly concerned with the civilians' story, why they were where they were, or where they were going, so she wasn't about to ask. She had stopped being able to relate to civvies a long time ago. They struck her almost as a different species. Slater was the more tolerant out of the two of them, so she counted on him to do any further speaking. She knew right then and there that the civilians' would be wanting their help – but there wasn't really anything they could do for them but point them in a probable direction of an evac site.

"You're the first marines we've run into." The man spoke first.

"Take a couple steps towards us," McNamara didn't care, waving them in, "Get out of the open, you don't want to be seen."

They did as they were told quickly, taking a few steps closer to the two marines, however they still seemed relatively timid. McNamara's sharp, authoritativeness didn't exactly help them feel welcome. Slater wasn't surprised by the Sergeant's indifference towards the two civilians. They'd come across many of them in one day, most of them being dead. He took over as the main communicator, knowing not much more would be heard from Mac.

"Are you natives of the city?" he questioned the young man and woman.

"Tourists, actually. Picked a bad day for it." The man answered, "It happened so suddenly, at first we had no idea what was going on." He looked to the young woman standing next to him, "This is my fiancée, Krista. My name is Steve."

Slater nodded wordlessly. It took him a couple seconds to realize the civilians were expecting a return introduction.

"Sergeant McNamara," He gestured with his head to Mac, "I'm Corporal Slater."

There were a few awkward seconds that ticked by, before Steve continued:

"Aren't marines supposed to travel in groups?"

"We were separated in a firefight," Slater told him, "Trying to find our way back as we speak. Are you headed in the direction of an evac site?"

"Attempting to, but we hardly know where we are going. It's chaotic out there. And there are the aliens, they seem to be everywhere. We've seen so many dead people…"

"Do you know your way around?" Krista spoke up, sounding hopeful.

"I have…" Slater started, but he felt a vicious tap on his tac-vest, and McNamara grabbed him by the arm, jerking him a few feet backwards.

"Excuse us for a minute," McNamara said to the civilians briskly. Her brows were crumpled in irritation, blue eyes ablaze with it, her mouth pursed tightly. When they were just out of hearing distance of the couple, McNamara let loose in a hushed tone, "Slater, we are not fucking escorting them anywhere. You do not have an HUD, you do not know your way around, got it? We can't afford to have two unprotected civilians tagging along with us. They will only slow us down, thus putting both of us in more risk of getting killed than we already are."

"So what do you want me to say?"

"Point them in the fucking direction of the evac site and let 'em go. This isn't time to have sympathy for civilians. I get that they're getting killed left right and center, but it's not our job to be their personal escort, you know that."

Slater sighed, knowing she was right.

"Don't fucking get soft on me, Slater," Mac told him, "Not now."

"I'm not, Mac. You know Gunny would've…"

"Gunny might have wanted to help them, but in the end he would've made the same decision I am. You know I don't make a decision if I don't feel if it's right. This is right, as cold as it may seem."

"Okay," Slater sighed, "You know there may be some of our guys at the evac site right?"

"Without a doubt there are, if it hasn't been overrun with Covenant. And if you can't get radio contact, that will be our likely destination – but we aren't going with the civvies." McNamara answered, "We are helping them by pointing them in the right direction. It's better than nothing."

She let go of the fabric of Slater's sleeve, setting him free. Letting out a sigh, she whirled away, taking a couple of frustrated paces down the alley-way, tapping out a beat on the butt-stock of her assault rifle, allowing Slater to break the news to the civilians.

Slater made his way back to Steve and Krista, his expression faintly apologetic. They both looked curious as to what had been discussed in the hushed conversation.

"What evac site were you told to go to?" he asked them.

"The one near the Orbital Elevator," Steve replied, "Wherever that might be. They told us you can see it from the ground, we've been looking…"

Slater recalled hearing radio traffic earlier that the elevator was one of the first things destroyed by the Covenant upon their rival, and the area was generally overrun. It may have been an initial evac point, but not now.

"The elevator was destroyed by the Covenant," Slater informed them, "It's gone. The nearest evac site I've heard that is supposed to still be active is the one in Beria Plaza."

"We were there just the other day," Krista reminded Steve, and looked relieved, "We know where that is."

"Good. Go there – but stay off the main highways. Travel in alleys like these, if possible. Try to stay out of sight. That's all the advice I can give you. Good luck."

"You won't accompany us?" Steve asked.

"No. I'm sorry."

"Okay," Steve nodded, not trying to hide his disappointment. His fiancée Krista even looked confused at hearing this response, "Well, thank you for your help, Corporal." He extended his hand.

Slater shook it, nodding. The couple exchanged a few words, then not before giving the two marines a little wave, and saying thank-you again, they left the alleyway.

Slater heaved a heavy sigh, and glanced back over his shoulder at McNamara, who had come to lean against the wall again by the dumpster. She met his eyes, chewing on her lip, something she did when she didn't have a wad of tobacco in her mouth. She gave him a nod, and he returned it.

"I fucking hate being the asshole." He confessed.

"I'm the asshole if you want to start firing names around," McNamara told him, "Part of life is delivering news to people that they don't necessarily want to hear. Guess you're not as used to it as I am. You'll live."

Slater's HUD lit up with a grouping of red blips, and at the same time he heard a scream, the roar of an Elite, and he looked to the exit of the alleyway just in time to see several bolts of plasma whizz past.

"Fuck!" He exclaimed, turning around, taking a couple of steps before stopping himself. McNamara grabbed him roughly by the scruff of the neck and pulled him down behind the dumpster.

"Goddamn it, why did…" Slater started, but McNamara shushed him, peeking up over the dumpster. A maniacal laugh could be heard, and they saw two Elites lope past the alleyway, almost with a joyful gait, to examine the bodies of the two civilians they had no doubt just killed.

"Fuckin' split-chin cunts." McNamara muttered, venom oozing from her tone and harsh choice of words. Slater looked to her, and saw her expression was clearly frustrated. She hated to see someone die as much as he did – but he could tell it mattered less to her. She was able to shut it out. He wasn't. He was overwhelmed with it.

"We shouldn't have sent them out there." He said to her, keeping his voice low, but he couldn't hide it in his tone that he was upset.

"Don't you start blaming," McNamara snapped, "Slater, pull yourself together. It's not our fuckin' fault. It's terrible they were just killed – but it happens. Look around, this whole fucking city is a huge cluster-fuck of chaos and death."

Slater nodded. He admired Mac's ability to think the way she did. He wondered if even a part of her had any sympathy – and figured he'd known her long enough to know that deep down there probably was. But she wouldn't show it to a soul.

McNamara placed a hand on Slater's shoulder supportively, giving it a squeeze. That was the extent of her ability to comfort him, he knew, and he appreciated the small gesture for what it was worth. She dropped her hand, and sighed, chewing her lip again, fixing her gaze somewhere on the ground ahead of her. Silence fell between the two of them.

The silence allowed for them to hear a terrifying sound. A slight beeping – that the both of them recognized to be that of a plasma grenade. McNamara peeked up quickly over the dumpster, seeing one pulsing on the ground not two meters away. The dumpster they were sitting behind would not protect them from the explosion.

Adrenaline began to pulse through her, and she scrambled to her feet, pulling Slater up with her, letting out a yell that seemed to echo endlessly in the alleyway:

"MOVE!"

She gave him a shove, putting her ahead of him. They made it a few steps down the alleyway before the plasma grenade detonated. There was a blast of searing heat that struck McNamara's back – knocking the air from her lungs. The force from the explosion sent her airborne, and she struck the wall, her vision doubling and her ears ringing. She came to land on her back on the dirt. Her chest was tight and she tried to suck in a deep breath, but it was a suffocating sound. She could feel her heart pounding, mixing with the ringing in her ears. Her body was in pain, incredible pain, but it was starting to already become a background feeling. She could taste blood in her mouth.

She managed to move her head in the direction Slater had been headed. She spotted him, lying not five feet away from her, unconscious, or worse. His eyes were closed, there was a trickle of blood running down his face. His helmet had been knocked off. His right arm looked mangled, the fabric of his sleeve was clearly melted into his skin, the skin itself a bloody, oozy looking mess.

McNamara felt nauseous, and tried to raise her head from the ground. She got a glimpse of her own body, and knew she'd been hit by the plasma. Her tac-vest appeared to be melted in various spots. She could see blood, and in one place on her leg, what looked to be bone.

"Fuck," she choked out, "Slater!" her voice was weak, and she knew it, "Slater!"

He wasn't answering her.

Were the Elites going to come check on them? Would they see she was still alive and kill her, give both of them finishing shots with their plasma rifles? Where the fuck did Slater's helmet go? It had the radio – if it even worked now.

Her vision was going foggy. Was she dying? Each breath she took required a ridiculous amount of effort. She needed to get out of here, or get some sort of help, or otherwise she was left for dead, she realized.

The Sergeant was able to keep another minute of consciousness, before the pain and shock of the incident overwhelmed her. Her world went black.

A/N: So this an idea that came to me a few days ago. Is the chapter worth continuing into a full length story? How were the characters? Let me know, all the feedback is appreciated - AB
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	2. Chapter 2

**Chapter 2**

**November 2534 - Earth**

Lena McNamara sat amongst her classmates in the classroom, eyes glued to the holographic screen that was portraying the latest news on the Human-Covenant War. The news that another colony planet had just been lost to the Covenant was being grimly broadcast to the rest of humanity. The number of human casualties were staggering, over two-hundred thousand dead, thousands missing, thousands wounded.

It was common for teachers to allow their students to tune into the news in the last few minutes of class before the end of the day. There were always continuous updates on the war, and there wasn't a soul in the room who wasn't interested in what was going on.

Upon seeing shaky camera footage of the ground of one of the cities on the colony planet, ablaze, destroyed, with one of the Covenant ships hovering over it in the distance, Lena glanced down to her paper, realizing she'd snapped the lead on her pencil. She ran her fingers through her blonde hair, heaving a big sigh, shaking her head. She felt helpless and sitting there in the classroom felt rather trivial, and useless. What good would an education be to anyone if the Covenant wiped out all of Humanity? It wouldn't be.

She was half-way through her senior year. Not that she'd put much interest in school throughout the years, her final year seemed to be dragging on endlessly and overshadowed by the goings-on of the war. It was only recently that the war was becoming an actual concern to the inhabitants of Earth. For years the Human-Covenant War had been something going on light-years away, on planets that no one ever heard of. However, when the Covenant began locating more and more Human colonies, and the devastating losses began to pile up, the Human-Covenant War soon became a part of everyone's lives.

The bell rang, and it a beautiful sound. Lena swiped her notebook and pencil into her bag and threw it over her shoulder, rising from her seat and weaving her way from the room without a word to anyone. She was getting a headache and the news always irritated her.

"Lena!"

Hearing her name, Lena glanced over her shoulder. She spotted her friend, Casey, shoving his way through the horde of students to meet her. She stopped, side stepping to the side of the hallway to let people pass. He reached her in a couple of strides.

"We're getting drunk tonight," Casey said matter-of-factly, raising a brow and grinning, "Can we count you in?"

"I dunno, Case. I got a splittin' headache."

"Alcohol fixes all sorts of pain," He nudged her with his elbow, "You know you want to. And don't give some sort of excuse about homework, I know as much as the next person that you don't give a fuck about deadlines."

"It's a Wednesday."

"So?"

Lena shrugged her shoulders, rolling her eyes in defeat. "Fine." She said. They both turned and started walking in the direction of the nearest exit, "That douchebag from last week better not be there. I hadn't been that tempted to chuck the remnants of my beer in someone's face since that catastrophe that was your seventeenth birthday party."

Casey chuckled.

"Oh, Jackson? He won't be there. He was some fucked up, wasn't he?"

"Definition of a sloppy drunk," Lena rolled her eyes, "Fuckin' makes me question where I'm headed in life when I can hold my liquor a lot better than half the guys I know."

"I believe I'm to blame for that," Casey admitted.

"That and my parents don't monitor the contents of their liquor cabinet. They throw so many parties they can't keep track of what's actually consumed by the guests and what I smuggle into my backpack." Lena put her hand to her head, massaging her temples as they left the school, stepping outside into the brisk winter air, "You don't have any painkillers on you, do you? My head is splitting."

"Only the best remedy known to man," Casey replied, zippering up his jacket, looking to her with a grin. It took Lena two seconds to realize what he meant.

"Something that's not illegal?" she asked, to which he responded with a small shake of his head and a casual shrug. Leave it to Casey, she figured, to be so daring to carry weed on his person. She sometimes forgot she had a pint or two in her backpack after a rough weekend, but she never would venture that far. Sometime she wondered who gave less of a shit, her or Casey. In this situation, the award went to Casey. Maybe that's why they got along so well.

"It's for tonight, right?"

"Yeah, but it's not for me," he replied, "I gotta lay off the stuff. My cough is becoming more and more pronounced."

"To most, you realize we seem quite unmotivated and lazy," Lena raised her brow, "I've been thinking a lot about it, about our daily lives. Think about it, we're here, going to school, learning, going about living happily while there's a war going on. A war that threatens our very existence… and we're just, acting like nothing's different."

"Well, nothing is different. Not here, anyway."

"Do you pay attention to the news at all?" she asked him, "The Covenant are destroying colonies, thousands of people are dying."

"Yes, hundreds of light-years away. I heard that they've got extensive plans in place to prevent the Covenant from ever locating Earth. It's nothing to worry about. We got this, it's fine. You're always such a pessimist, Mac. For being nineteen you need to lighten up. You do need a drink or few to relax."

Lena exhaled a breath, seeing it come out in a cloud in the cold air. She shook her head slightly, knowing there was no point in trying to make Casey understand.

They had reached the street corner where they would part ways, and stopped for a moment.

"So, I'll see you later? We should start drinking around seven or so. My parents will be gone by then," Casey told her.

"Yup, sounds good." Lena nodded curtly. Casey gave her a little wave and they separated. It was a good couple of kilometers home, and Lena would relish the walk, despite the nippy cold. It hadn't snowed yet, but the sky was a dreary grey, the grass a dead yellow and the trees naked. Wouldn't be long now. She pulled her hood up over her head and shoved her hands in her sweater pockets, quickening her pace, the heels of her boots clicking on the sidewalk. Her mind wandered to the puzzling issue at hand, the news she'd heard on the television and how helpless she felt.

Passing a video advertisement, she glanced up to see what it'd be broadcasting today. It differed each day, from stupid soda ads to bright flashy banners telling you that this certain radio station played the best music. However, this time, she saw a stern-faced soldier, wearing full battle-gear and carrying a rifle. Next to him, it said "Do your part. Join the UNSC Marine Corps today."

Lena stopped and studied it for a moment. Memorizing the phone number on the ad, she chewed on her lip thoughtfully, before turning and continuing on her way home.

Barging in the front door, Lena kicked off her boots on the doormat and shrugged out of her coat. The door had barely closed shut behind her when her mother acknowledged her arrival. Her voice floated into the foyer from the sitting room.

"Lena? Is that you?"

"No, it's your fairy-godmother," Lena answered sarcastically, poking her head into the sitting room. She spotted her mother seated on that posh velvet loveseat she adored so much, with one of her friends sitting across from her on the antique couch they had imported from a country-house in England. Both of them were having tea and what looked to be some sort of baked sweets, "Oh. Hello Mrs. Braithwaite. What sort of gossip is my mother entertaining you with today?"

"Lena," Mrs. McNamara fixed her daughter with a gentle glare. "How was school?"

"Same shit different day. You know how it is."

Mrs. McNamara gave her friend an apologetic smile before looking back to her daughter, who seemed to be done with the conversation and was making a b-line for the staircase.

"Are you going out?"

Lena rounded the corner out of her mother's view, approaching the liquor cabinet.

"Yes," she called back, sliding open the cabinet door and snatching out a brand new eighty-dollar bottle of vodka, "To Casey's." Closing the cabinet and slipping the vodka into her sweater pocket, she began to ascend the stairs.

"Lena."

She glanced disdainfully over her shoulder at her mother, knowing she had no idea what she was up to.

"I've got a headache. I'd stay and chat but I'm gonna rest up a bit, if you don't mind." She told her mother plainly, and that was that. Lena knew she wouldn't argue, especially with her friend present.

Lena made it to her bedroom and closed and locked the door behind her. She dropped her backpack carelessly on the floor and tossed the bottle of vodka onto the comforter on her bed. The search for the bottle of Advil was next. Her room was a mess, and she saw that her mother had placed more university applications in a heap on her desk. Sweeping them out of the way, she found the Advil beneath an open textbook and a half-empty bag of candy. Lena downed two pills with a swig of flat soda, and collapsed backwards onto her bed, careful not to land on the bottle of vodka.

She heaved a heavy sigh, looking up at the ceiling in thought. She remembered the ad she had seen walking home. They were looking for people to join the Marine Corps. Semper fi, wasn't that the motto? Lena was almost sure. Could she do it? Did she even _want _to do it?

Hell, it'd be more productive than what her current life consisted of: carelessly attending school, battling her differences out with her overbearing, posh parents and getting drunk every other night.

She figured she could inquire, at least. No harm in that. Wouldn't say a word to her parents, of course. They wouldn't have it. They wanted her to get into the best university and get a career in something noteworthy. To them, it was like the war wasn't going on at all. They didn't watch the news, they didn't discuss it with their friends. They were just fine and dandy with living happily on cloud nine, throwing lavish parties that paid tribute to their British heritage. Apparently the McNamara lineage could be traced back the 18th century, and not a single attribute of how Lena's parents decided to live their lives let that fact be forgotten.

Lena hated her family's love for extravagance, and made sure she voiced that opinion, both to her family themselves and to all those that knew her. She stopped having friends over to her home when she was sixteen. The grandeur of her home had lost its magic for her within the week they'd moved in when she was eight, and it irritated her to listen to her friends ooh and ah over it and compare it to where they lived.

Casey still enjoyed poking his head in and saying hello, taking interest in the multiple antiques the mansion housed, but Lena hated when he did. Occasionally she'd let him over to study, but she preferred going to his house. He lived in a simple yet modern fifth floor apartment with his younger sister and his parents. Casey's parents, while they didn't approve of his extensive drinking and partying habits, were a breath of fresh air when compared to Lena's parents. They were down to earth people and didn't have their heads stuck up their own asses, a term that Lena often used herself to describe her mother and father.

She hadn't really ever gotten along with her parents, she didn't know what it was like to be close to them, and oddly enough, thought she did just fine without. Her father wasn't around long enough to really develop any sort of relationship with her. He attempted to substitute that by giving Lena whatever she wanted. Her father at first had tried to predict her tastes, but finally, on her nineteenth birthday, she assured him she'd be fine with a credit card. As for her mother, she and Lena had almost daily arguments, with nothing being solved at the conclusion; rather they set up the ingredients for the next one to come. The only thing Lena believed she had in common with her mother, aside from the blonde hair - the blue eyes were her father's – was that their favorite food was anything Italian. Truce could be temporarily held between the two if pizza was ordered or pasta made for dinner. Even then, it wasn't guaranteed. When she had been fourteen, Lena remembered angrily throwing an empty pizza box at her mother's head. Naturally, her mother hadn't been so much concerned by her daughter's violent outburst; rather it was the fact that the pizza box could've stained the carpet.

Lena sighed, closing her eyes. The Advil would kick in soon, she hoped. Her headache had begun to fade away on its own, much to her relief. Her bed was comfortable, yet she wasn't sure if she wanted to nap – but there wasn't much else to do.

So she napped.

Lena awoke at six-thirty and was out the door by quarter to seven, pausing to shovel down the remainders of the baked sweets her mother and her friend had barely touched. Knowing Casey, his cupboards would be well-stocked, and he never minded her raiding them.

The sun had set and it had gotten much colder outside, and Lena had made it two blocks when she started wishing she had worn a warmer coat. She hadn't bothered to change from school. On her way to Casey's, she passed the electronic advertisement board, although the ad for the Marine Corps was no longer there. It was now advertising a new type of soda – typical, and also trivial, Lena mused as she passed. She wondered what Casey would think about her joining – depending on his mood, she might bring it up to him tonight, she figured.

She arrived at his apartment and was welcomed at the door. Casey was already half in the bag, beer in hand, grinning with a twinge of color to his cheeks. Lena received a large hug before being ushered inside and directed to a seat on the sofa. The apartment was loud, with music blaring and half a dozen different conversations happening at once. Casey had gathered quite the crowd, but the usual crowd. Familiar faces made Lena feel at ease as she said a few hellos and received a few hug and sat down. The coffee table in front of her was filled with various types of alcohol and Dixie cups. A group of guys and girls had cleared the kitchen table in order to play beer pong. Over in the corner of the living room, by the window, two people were sharing a bong.

Lena, without being told, drew out her bottle of vodka, plucked a cup off the table and poured herself a drink, mixing it with someone's soda. She had barely taken her first drink when Casey flopped down next to her, throwing an arm around her shoulders.

"You look happy," Lena observed. Studying him, she noticed the glaze in his eyes, "And you said you weren't gonna smoke."

"Old habits die hard," He said, grinning like a Cheshire cat, gesturing with his thumb to the people in the corner with the bong, "Want a hit?"

Lena shook her head, holding up her bottle of vodka.

"This is good enough for me."

"The latest pillage from your parents' liquor cabinet?"

"Mmm," she took a drink, "Best of the best. Wouldn't have it any other way, right?" the last part was bitter with sarcasm.

"Well your name _is_ McNamara," Casey played along, "Your dad home yet?"

"Nope. Still in China." Lena shrugged. Or at least she thought. That's where he'd been the last time she'd bothered to ask, anyway.

She and Casey chatted for a while longer, long enough for her to establish the fact he was incredibly drunk, and by the judge of things, quite high as well. For whatever reason, tonight, his behavior seemed to annoy her. The whole party wasn't sitting right. She finished her first drink and felt the warmth rising in her cheeks and the associated euphoria, but knew her mood wasn't up to par.

What good did partying do? How was this at all proving anything, but their ignorance to what Humanity was dealing with? It was an all-consuming thought that irked Lena. She poured herself another drink, but sat rigidly in her place with it, drumming her fingers against the cup.

She glanced around the room for Casey, half-expecting to see him somewhere smoking again. However, the couple in the corner had abandoned the bong and instead were all over each other in passionate fervor, and Casey was in the kitchen, his ass sticking out of the refrigerator.

Lena couldn't hold back a smirk, shaking her head. She stood up, taking her drink, and approached him. Moving made her realize how quickly the alcohol was going to her head. Empty stomach, she put two and two together. As tempted as she was to kick Casey in the ass, she didn't.

"Case!" She said, ducking to avoid a ping-pong ball thrown with drunken inaccuracy. At first he didn't respond, then finally emerged from the refrigerator, mouth full of food.

"Hmh?" he grunted.

Alcohol diminished what little patience Lena had, so she came out with it:

"I think I'm going to join the Marine Corps."

It took Casey a couple of seconds to register her words, but it didn't seem to do much good, for his response was:

"What?"

"I think I'm going to join the marines. Ooh-rah. Semper fi, you know?" She grinned.

Her enthusiasm wasn't reciprocated. Casey's brow furrowed, and he looked at her like she was crazy.

"Why the fuck would you want to do that?"

"To be useful," Lena replied, "To do my part."

"You don't have to do anything."  
>"But I want to, Case."<p>

"You want to get shipped away to go fight a bunch of aliens that aren't our concern?" Casey wasn't accepting the idea at all. He slammed the fridge door shut, "What the fuck, Lena. And just leave me here?"

"You could join with me," she suggested.

"Yeah, right," he scoffed, "I don't want to get killed, thanks, but by all means, if that's your thing…" he waved her away, "Go right ahead!"

Lena opened her mouth to argue, but realized it was pointless, especially considering Casey was anything but sober, and she was strongly buzzed. She shrugged in defeat,

"Whatever; just forget what I said." She finished her drink right there and then, and set the cup down on the counter. Making her way towards the door, she realized she didn't want to be at this party any longer. With her hand on the doorknob, she looked to Casey, "Have fun tonight. And you can keep my vodka; it isn't sitting well with me."

She opened the door and stepped out into the hallway, heading towards the stairs. The door had barely closed when she heard it flung open, and knew without looking, it was Casey coming after her.

"Lena… wait…"

She paused on the top step, looking at him.

"I'm stoned as fuck, and drunk, I don't really know what I'm sayin'," the intoxicated apologies began to spill, and Casey was a sorry sight if there ever was one, shoulders rounded and his expression hurt, "Don't be mad at me."

"I'm not mad."

"Then why you leavin'? Don't go." He took a couple steps towards her, reaching out and grasping her arm, "I thought you were going to stay," he lowered his voice, "Like the other night, remember?" His hand went from her arm, up to her face.

"Casey…"

"You don't have to do anything for this war, it's not bothering us, we'll just be fine, you and me." Casey was starting to ramble.

"But I want to do something." She told him, "I feel helpless here. I'm perfectly able. Casey, you mean a lot to me, you know that. And you should support me in this decision. If you don't, no one will. Not that I need support. I'm going to do it either way, with you behind me or not."

"Where did this all come from?" he seemed confused, "You were fine with all this," he gestured back to his apartment, "Just the other night, you were fine. What happened?"

"I've been thinking about this for a while. I'm finally going to act on it. I'm sorry," she took a couple steps further down the stairs, out of his grasp, "I'm going to join."

Casey didn't say anything, and Lena had nothing further to say, so she turned and made her way down the steps. Reaching the bottom, she turned to see him standing at the top, watching her. She'd remember the image for a long time, for it was the last time she ever saw him.

**A/N:** Second chapter finished. Playing with a lot of ideas, so let me know what you think so far! -AB


	3. Chapter 3

**Chapter 3**

Lena walked in the front door of her house, only to find it strangely quiet. She glanced at her watch in confusion, seeing it was not that late. She had half been expecting her mother to have had someone over for cocktails in her absence, but it didn't appear to be the case.

She had taken the long way home to blow off steam and to walk off the alcohol in her system, despite that the temperature had been less than average and she was left feeling rather chilly.

Assuming that her mother was gone to bed, she made her way towards the stairs herself, wanting to get some rest, however she heard her mother's voice from the sitting room, although immediately she noted it was lacking the usual sharpness of tone. Instead it sounded weak. It took Lena a couple seconds to realize her mother was on the phone. She approached the sitting room, stopping in the threshold.

Her mother was seated on the sofa, her back to her, so she wasn't yet aware of her presence. Her head was bowed, one hand raised and rubbing her temples.

"...yes..." She was saying, "Yes... Forgive me if I can't think about that right now..."

Lena let herself fall against the door-frame, hoping that slight noise would alert her mother to her standing there, but it didn't. She felt strange, thrown-off by the tone of her mother's voice. It almost sounded like she was crying. When she watched her mother wipe at her eyes, her suspicion was confirmed. Lena was struck with immediate concern, not recalling having seen her mother cry in years.

"Yes, okay. Tomorrow. Goodbye." Her mother hung up, and let the cellphone drop into her lap, staring off into space.

"Mother?" Lena spoke up quietly.

Surprised at her daughter being there, Mrs. McNamara looked almost shocked as she turned around, letting out a little gasp. Her face was stained with tracks from tears. Lena expected her mother to say something, waited several seconds, even, but she didn't make a sound. Her lip began to quiver, and she dropped eye contact with her daughter, covering her face with her hands, and began to sob.

"Mom," Lena felt chills run down her spine, and she crossed the room in second, not caring that she was still wearing her boots on the carpet. She hesitated for a moment, but reached out and placed her hand on her mother's shoulder, the gesture of caring feeling foreign.

Her mind was whirring with possibilities as what could have happened to stir such emotions in her mother. She rarely cried, and if she did, she had made an effort to try to hide it. However here her mother was, vulnerable, obviously upset, sobbing in front of her – and Lena wasn't sure quite what to do.

Out of all the thoughts rushing through her head, one popped into her mind, and Lena didn't hesitate to say it.

"Is it father?"

At this, her mother took a deep breath, wiping at her face again. If Lena hadn't been entirely attentive, she wouldn't have noticed the small nod that her mother mustered.

"What happened?" Lena asked.

"He's been killed," Mrs. McNamara said, her voice faint, "In a space accident..."

"A space accident?" Lena asked, thrown-off. She felt numb, allowing the information to sink in. At the moment how her father died was more of a mystery than the shocking fact that he was dead. "Wasn't he in China on a business trip?"

"That was months ago," her mother replied, trying to steady her voice, gaining her composure as Lena figured she would do. "He agreed on the firm's decisions to take their company to different colonies. They called to say that the ship your father was on was destroyed on takeoff from the colony of Invictus II."

"How?" Lena demanded. She had no idea where Invictus II was, she hadn't even heard of the colony before. Mishaps in public space travel were rare, most deficiencies had been ironed out in the mid 2400s. Even then, causalities were rarely deaths. Now, any space accidents that made the news, both military and public space travel were mainly due to Covenant attacks.

"The planet was attacked," her mother said, wiping at new tears that were welling in her eyes, "By the Covenant."

Hearing the word Covenant come out of her mother's mouth was something Lena had never heard before. Her mother never acknowledged the war, and scorned people who did in her presence. Now, the very thing that she'd been so ignorant had hit home, and hit home hard. She now was a widow and a single mother.

Lena met her mother's eyes.

"You were the one who said this war would never affect us," she said, feeling anger building up inside her, "You'd get mad at me for talking about 'the aliens'... now they're the fucking reason why your husband's dead. Real enough now?" She rose to her feet, and took a couple of steps away from her mother, "They might not be at our doorstep, but if this war wasn't happening, father would be alive right now wouldn't he? I never was going to mention this to you, but I might as well now. If anything, it will be more justified because it's personal, hell you might even approve! I may have hardly known my father aside from him occasionally sending us video messages and giving me whatever I wanted every birthday, but his death solidifies my decision. I just told Casey and he got fucking mad at me, so feel free to do the same, but it won't stop me. I'm joining the Marines... and not in four years when I get a university degree so I can be an officer... I'm going to make sure my name is on the next list of troops to start basic training. An education, a job... that won't do a lot of good when the Covenant are here turning this planet to glass."

For the longest time Lena had watched her mother to try helplessly to convince herself of an existence that wasn't so, purely for soothing her worries and continuing to uphold a childish ignorance in the face of truth. However now, the said truth had been made perfectly and unmistakeably clear, and Lena was surprised that her speech didn't warrant an immediate response from her mother, rather, she sat in a moment's silence.

"I know there will be a lot for our family to deal with within the next week or so," Lena continued when she realized that her mother wasn't going to immediately respond, "I'll stick around for that, for the funeral, for any other arrangements that need to be made. Just to be clear, whatever money, whatever property that father left me, I don't want it. I won't need it, where I'll be going."

"Your third cousin joined the UNSC," Mrs. McNamara spoke up finally, and this wasn't what Lena had been expecting for her to say at all, "He's currently stationed on one of Earth's space stations, the Cairo, I do believe. He's a Captain, or something of that sort. Perhaps you will meet him."

"You're... not going to argue?"

"I may not agree, but what is the point of arguing? You're an adult, Lena. Whether you choose to serve or not is your choice. It may never have been the image I envisioned for you, not that I ever really expected you to conform to it, but ... it is a noble cause. I was in denial, for so long..." Lena's mother bowed her head, "I'm sorry that it took _this_ to happen for me to finally realize."

"There's that saying, that the truth can hurt." Lena answered, "Don't be sorry. I'm sure there are many more people like you who think that this war is none of our concern, whether their reasons be for peace or just ignorance. Sometimes it can be easy to just pretend that everything is okay. I would know."

"Everything was okay..."

"No it wasn't. It hasn't been okay since 2525."

"I mean with us, Lena, with us. Even though sometimes you can be the most difficult and stubborn young woman... however I can only reprimand you so far or I'd be a hypocrite. You remind me of myself when I was your age. I know I haven't been the best mother to you, and I know your father..." she paused to blink away tears, swallowing a persistent lump in her throat, "Your father wasn't as home as often as he wanted to be, but we gave you the best upbringing we knew how. I know we have our disagreements, and I wish you weren't making this decision just so I could have time to try to make myself a better friend to you..."

"Nineteen years is a lot of time to try to make up for," Lena answered, feeling a tightness beginning in her chest. She knew shortly afterwards there would be tears threatening to spring into her eyes. It must be the vodka, Lena thought, she mustn't have walked it all off. By the end of her sentence her voice had come out rather shakily.

"You know I love you Lena."

Lena closed her eyes, and put her hand to her face, slowly losing grip on her emotions. She heaved a breath, but it finished as a sob.

"I know." Her voice was a whisper. She sucked in a breath again, and could hear her mother get up off the sofa and approach her.

"And your father loved you." Her mother's arms wrapped around her in a tight hug. Lena at first resisted it, not moving her face from her hands, as another sob escaped her. Hot tears of anger, frustration and sadness, rolled off her cheeks.

"I know." She choked out again. She felt her mother's hand on the back of her head, stroking her hair, a gesture she hadn't done since Lena was a little girl.

She dropped her head into her mother's shoulder in defeat, allowing her emotions to win, allowing her vulnerability she worked so hard to hide be let out.

"I will love you no matter what you do," Mrs. McNamara declared, and Lena could tell by her voice she was once again crying as well, "And I will be proud of you, remember that."

-,

Lena and her mother stood in the funeral home, next to a table holding a framed photo of Mr. McNamara. The rest of the table was smothered in various bouquets of flowers. There had been so many dropped off that people had begun to set theirs on the floor.

There was no body to be cremated, they had learned yesterday, for the ship had been vaporized and left nothing to be found of human life. It had been a shocking blow for Mrs. McNamara to hear, however, Lena was thankful, for she imagined it had been a quick death and there had been no suffering.

Hundreds of people filed by the two women, family members, friends, business partners. Most of them Lena didn't know. They all did the same thing, shaking hands or hugging and muttering words of comfort or "I'm so sorry's" that didn't succeed in making anyone feel better about anything.

When there was a break in the line procession, Lena would quickly swipe the glass of chardonnay she had nestled stealthily in the mass of flowers, just behind her father's picture frame, and take a sip. She had been drinking since the night she had heard news of her father's death, and to her surprise, her mother almost just as much. Neither of them discussed it, rather seemed to non verbally agree on a trip to the liquor store when they emptied the latest bottle of wine.

If it was one thing Lena had begun to realize over the past couple of days was that her mother hadn't been lying when she said she had been just like her when she was her age. The alcoholic tendencies alone that emerged, especially when resorting to the bottle when troubled, made Lena do a double take more than once, but realize that neither of them cared and neither of them would criticize.

Lena was feeling comfortably numb with the help of the alcohol she'd been drinking, and she was sure her mother was feeling the same. Lena didn't even care when her mother chose what she was wearing to the funeral – a black dress by Chanel and black patent leather Louboutin heels that pinched her toes when she walked. Normally, Lena wouldn't have been caught dead in anything of the sort, but today, the fact that her clothing and accessories amounted to a few thousand credits, mattered none to her. If the occasion hadn't been so somber, her mother would have probably praised her for donning attire that she usually whole-heartedly refused.

When the last person filed out the door, leaving the two McNamara women alone, they sighed in unison. Mrs. McNamara turned to stare at the table filled with flowers.

"At least the house will smell nice," she replied, her tone surprisingly more light-hearted than Lena had been expecting. Going with the mood, however, Lena nodded.

"I like the lilacs," she announced, reaching over to pluck one from the bouquet and holding it under her nose. She slid the bouquet aside slightly, to allow her mother to see the empty glass she had hidden away. She smiled slightly, "How I got through this whole thing."

"Chardonnay?" Her mother remarked, smelling the glass, "I thought your cheeks looked a little rosy. And you offered me none?"

"Don't act like I didn't see you sipping from that vodka bottle earlier," Lena replied, "You weren't very sober yourself at the start of all this."

"I'm glad it's over. As difficult as it was. I thought the people wouldn't start coming. Your father always was a sociable and well-liked man. Over half of them I didn't know..."

"I think I could count on my fingers the ones I did know," Lena shrugged, "You're not alone."

"I didn't see Casey," Mrs. McNamara noted, raising a brow quizzically. Lena shook her head.

"I'd like to say that I wasn't expecting him to show. I haven't spoken to him since I came home the other night but my father's death wasn't exactly a secret. Oh well. He doesn't want to show up that's fine with me. Better not fucking show up at our doorstep either," Lena said, "I don't need friends. I can make new ones where I'm going, if I want to."

"Don't say that, Lena. You and Casey have been friends for years. Perhaps he didn't hear the news."

"He doesn't want to support me joining the UNSC. He was blitzed when I informed him, but the reaction was legitimate. I don't have time for that shit."

Mrs. McNamara was silent for a moment, before deciding upon slowly nodding her head.

"Besides," Lena continued, "Sometimes it's easier facing people you don't know as opposed to those you're closer to in time of grief. It is for me, at least. Makes the whole thing less personal. And you only knew more people today because you liked being sociable and attending father's business galas and dinners."

"I never loved all that, you know. I did at the beginning, I suppose. Sure it felt nice dressing up in designer and wearing diamonds and pearls, but the whole thing got old after a while, but I stuck with it, because I always supported your father in what he did. He wasn't here often, and when he was, he had events to attend. Sometimes it felt like they were the only times I got to see him – and I had to share him with everyone else." Mrs. McNamara wiped at her eyes, that were once again filling with tears, "I feel guilty, Lena."

"Why?"

"I got so used to not having your father around, I don't feel that I miss him as much as I should. It mustn't have hit me fully yet, maybe when I'm in a sober state of mind I might realize...but I don't want to realize... a part of me wants to believe that he's just away on another one of his business trips."

"If there's one thing I've learned over the years, it's that denial doesn't help," Lena replied, "Remember I told you this the other day."

"Does drinking count as denial?" asked Mrs. McNamara rhetorically, picking up a bouquet of flowers from the table to smell them, "Shall I ask the driver to stop at the liquor store on the way home?"

"I have something to take care of first, " Lena said.

"You enrolled?"

"I set up an appointment with the recruiter for three-thirty. I need to sign some papers, then from what I gather I'm loaded to join a basic training course."

"I see. When would that start?"

"Tomorrow."

"So soon?" Mrs, McNamara asked, seeming surprised, "Why that's hardly any time to prepare..."

"Recruits are in high demand," Lena answered, "And I'm ready, mother. I know I can do this. I packed everything last night, not that we are allowed to bring much with us."

Mrs. McNamara sighed deeply, before pulling her daughter into a tight hug.

"I'm proud of you," she said, "And I know your father would be too."

When Lena stepped out of her family's car at the recruiting centre, she was still dressed in the attire from the funeral. The only thing about her that had changed was her sobriety level. She wanted a clear head in order to do this. As she walked into the building, she felt no nervousness.

There was a reception desk, where a young man in uniform was seated in front of a laptop and holographic panel. Upon seeing her, he raised a brow quizzically.

"Can I help you, ma'am?" he asked.

Lena realized that she didn't look the part, at all.

"Yes, I have an appointment with the recruiter for three-thirty. Lena McNamara."

"Ah," there were traces of surprise on his face, but he nodded, looking to the schedule, "Right on time Miss McNamara. Wait here please and I'll go get the recruiter." He got up from his seat and went through a door adjacent to the lobby, where several chairs were vacant for people to wait. Lena had been expecting to see more people there.

Lena glanced back over her shoulder to the car waiting outside. Although she couldn't see her mother through the tinted windows, she knew that she'd be watching.

"Miss McNamara?"

She turned around, to see the man at the reception desk had returned and with him he'd brought a slightly older looking man with dark hair, also in uniform. He was tall and well built. He extended his hand to her.

"Hello, I'm Sergeant Bowie, UNSC recruiter."

Lena shook it, smiling slightly.

"Lena McNamara."

"If you'll follow me, Miss McNamara, we will go to my office and begin the enrolment process." He opened the door and gestured her through first, to a short hallway, "My office is the third door on the right. Door is open."

As she walked down the hallway to the room, her heels clicked loudly on the floor. She tried to ignore how badly they were pinching her feet, and wondered what the Sergeant thought of her dressed so formally and femininely.

The office was simple, with a desk and a chair behind and two chairs in front. A laptop and a holographic pad were on the desk, along with several stacks of papers, a couple of pens. The back wall was lined with filing cabinets. A small table in the back corner had a coffee maker and a mug.

"Please have a seat," Bowie said, closing the door behind them and moving around to his side of the desk and taking a seat himself. For a moment he looked her up and down, smiling slightly, "Coming from a party?"

"A funeral, actually," Lena replied.

His smile faded.

"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that, Miss McNamara."

Lena nodded, having heard those words said hundreds of times that day, but she could sense a bit of sympathy in the Sergeant's voice.

"My father died in a Covenant-related ship accident," she added with a shrug, "It's mainly the reason as to why I'm here in front of you today. I want to kill the bastards that killed my father."

Sergeant Bowie looked at her in silence for a moment, analyzing her.

"Justifiable, Miss McNamara. I wish I had more people come through my door with as much drive right from the get-go." He reached over and plucked a large folder filled with papers from a pile and slid them across to her, "There is a lot of paperwork, as you can imagine. I will explain each one of the forms to you and then you will complete them. Then I will take you to see Captain Dawson and he will swear you in, you will sign one final paper, and you will be officially a marine in the United Nations Space Command."

Lena flipped open the file and picked up a pen.

"Perfect, Sergeant." she replied.
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Lena felt a strange sense of pride as she walked out of the offices into the lobby of the recruiting centre. She had taken the oath, shook Captain Dawson's and Sergeant Bowie's hand, and that was it. She was now in the UNSC. She had entered the building a civilian and was leaving it a marine. An untrained marine, but a marine none the less. She had a rather thick stack of paper in her hands which contained details of her joining instructions, which she would read on the drive home. She was to report at 0700 hrs tomorrow morning to Camp Evergreen, one of the largest training bases operating in the country. According to Sergeant Bowie, Camp Evergreen was responsible for producing 100,000 fully trained soldiers and marines in the last five years, most of them being stationed almost immediately.

"You will be issued all of your kit upon arrival," Bowie was telling her as he escorted her to the door, "Just show up on time and reference your joining instructions on what personal items you are allowed to bring."

"Yes Sergeant."

"That dress and shoes definitely won't be on that list," A smirk crossed his lips, "You'll be lucky if you are wearing anything other than your uniform or PT gear for the next three months."

Lena nodded. She figured that much.

"You're from a well-off family, aren't you McNamara?" Bowie questioned. The formalities of using Miss were dropped as soon as she had finished saying that oath. She was Private McNamara now, "There are shoes like that in the fashion magazines my wife reads." He gestured to her Louboutins.

Again, Lena had to nod, although she felt a twang of embarrassment and frustration at the reference to her social status. She hated it and wished she could tell him that it was only her mother who made her wear the god-awful things.

"Interesting that you choose to serve, it's usually the upper-class like your lot that think they're above serving in this war," Sergeant Bowie remarked, and he wasn't looking for a response, "You're in for quite a bit of a shock I think McNamara. We don't have butlers in the Corps. Good luck."

Lena left her house the next morning with nothing but the clothes on her back and a few personal items that the kit-list said was allowed. She felt like she was leaving one world behind and travelling into a different dimension to a completely foreign one. She had said goodbye to her mother, and the parting had been somber, yet much to her surprise, her mother didn't cry. Instead, Lena saw something in her eyes that could have only been pride.

When the car pulled up to meet the military bus at a local gas station, Lena saw about forty to fifty people, varying in age, all loading their gear into the undercarriage of the bus.

The car came to a stop.

"Looks like that's the bus, Miss McNamara," the driver said, "Do you need help with your bag?"

"No, I should be fine, thank you."

"Good luck Miss McNamara."

"Thank you, Gordie."

Lena opened the door, and grabbed her bag. She was dressed in a simple pair of jeans, sneakers and a brown leather jacket tossed over a blue tshirt. Her blond hair was thrown into a knot on the top of her head. As she drew nearer, she noticed two uniformed men present, each with a list, presumably of those personnel expected to be on the bus headed to Camp Evergreen. One was a Sergeant and the other was a Corporal. They spoke in unusually calm tones to the people present, much like Sergeant Bowie had spoken to Lena at the recruiting centre.

"Lost?" the Corporal spotted her approaching. He was young and well-built, with buzzed blond hair and piercing eyes, "The inter-state bus arrives over there," he gestured across the parking lot.

"No, I'm heading to Camp Evergreen."

The Corporal couldn't hide the slight amusement that sprung onto his face, but referenced the list he had with him.

"Name?"

"McNamara."

"Basic Marine Training?"

"Yes Corporal."

"Take your shit and throw it under the bus, then get on and find a seat. We'll be leaving shortly."

"Thank you, Corporal."

"Don't thank me," he muttered and had already moved onto the next person for a name. Lena shrugged it off, realizing this was probably the nicest that they were going to be to her from now on. She felt a little bit flustered that she hadn't looked the part of a recruit, but shrugged that off too. She tossed her bag under the bus, then clambered up the steps inside.

The bus was stuffy and already crowded, although there were still people outside. Many pairs of eyes took her in instantly, and as Lena expected, far as gender went, she was the minority. Most of them were young men, some older. As she made her way down the aisle, she heard a whistle. She glanced over her shoulder, but the whistler had already turned their head.

Agitated, she dropped into a seat next to a petite brunette, the only other girl on the bus.

"I wonder if I'll be serenaded the whole summer," Lena said to her, giving her a glance.

"I think it's because you're blonde," the girl replied frankly.

Lena smirked, and extended her hand.

"Lena McNamara."

The girl shook it.

"Jenn Healy. Second guessing your decision yet?" she asked, watching as a few more young men boarded the bus, going past them towards the seats in the rear. Lena shook her head, making eye contact with one of the men, whose appearance reminded her slightly of Dan. That was the first time she had thought of him in a while.

"The time to do that would've been when we were signing the papers," Lena answered.

"They seem too nice," Healy said, glancing out the window to the Sergeant and the Corporal getting the last of the recruits on the bus.

"Indeed," Lena agreed, "Wait til we get to the camp, I bet there'll be a change in them then."

The last few people got on the bus and the two uniformed men followed, and the doors were shut. Instantly, it grew quiet, but the Corporal and Sergeant just gave the recruits a quick glance before taking their seats in the front. The engine started up and they were off.

"What made you join?" Healy questioned.

"It was my own choice. I'd been thinking about it, but something personal influenced me to take the final step," Lena knew that Healy would ask, so she told her before she could get to it, "My father was killed in a ship accident in another colony. The Covenant blew it up."

"I don't blame you for joining then. I'm sorry to hear that."

"We weren't close, but his death was motivation for sure. How about you, what's got you on this bus?"

"I come from a military family," Healy shrugged, "My father always said it's in my blood. He's a Lieutenant-Commander in the Navy. Mom's a Captain in Intelligence. My brother just completed basic training six months ago. He's posted now. Last I heard they were heading right into the midst of this chaos. Suppose I'll be next."

"The last thing I think my mother expected was for me to come home and say I wanted to join the UNSC," Lena said, "But much to my surprise she didn't object."  
>"Most people don't, once they know you're set in your ways. I find the attitude towards military personnel generally positive. Except for the uppity rich types."<p>

Lena was going to mention about her family's wealth, but decided against it. That was her old life. She'd left it all, including her money, behind. She didn't want to ruin her reputation with Healy – being that she was the only other female and it seemed so far that they would get along just fine.

"I don't know about you," Healy continued, "But I didn't get much sleep last night. Ya don't mind if I pass out for the trip eh?"

"No, it's fine. I'll try to do the same." Lena said, realizing she hadn't gotten much sleep the night before, either. Healy nodded in agreement, leaning back in her seat.

"I think I'll like you, McNamara," she said before she closed her eyes, "And I hate most other girls."  
>-<p>

Three and a half hours later, they arrived.

No wonder the camp was named Evergreen. The main road leading onto the base was lined with evergreen trees on either side, tall severe looking things. Lena then saw the drill square, which was filled with various troops in uniform. There was a group practising rifle drills. Another group was being given pushups, being yelled at by a fierce looking man with a moustache, red in the face with exertion. A large troop transport vehicle rolled on past the bus, filled with marines carrying rifles. Their faces were painted in shades of green, brown and black, leaving the whites of their eyes to be the most visible features on their faces. One of them spit a gob of hewing tobacco onto the pavement. They stared at the bus, and those who saw the troop transport stared back until they were out of view.

"Chew, my brother's into that hard," Healy remarked, keeping her voice low. She had awoken a few minutes before they had arrived at the gate.

"What?" Lena asked, not tearing her eyes from the window as more of the camp came into view. Several somber-faced buildings, two or three storeys, all identical in appearance, surrounded the parade square.

"Chewing tobacco," Healy said, "Popular in the Corps."

"It's disgusting."

"Aye, that's what they all say. Guaranteed we'll be both onto it before training is done."

Lena raised a brow but said nothing in retort. She'd tried a lot in her life but hadn't a mind for tobacco products. Dan had been into cigarettes for a short while, but he mostly sold them.

Dan. Lena was irritated that she was thinking about him. He likely hadn't a clue that she was about to enter into a different life. She imagined that he would realize in a few days, when she did not show back up to school that something was amiss, and perhaps stop by her home only to have her mother tell him that she was gone. What then? Would he come seek her out on a weekend – if visitors were even allowed? Camp Evergreen was a long way from Manhattan. Dan hadn't ventured outside of the city of New York his entire life, and she doubted that would change.

Any conversation that had been happening died away when the bus slowed to a break-screeching halt, just outside one of the large buildings surrounding the parade square. No one moved from their seats. The Sergeant and Corporal rose, said something to the driver before stepping off the bus. Looking out the window, Lena and Healy watched them greet a stern-looking moustached man with a pace stick beneath his arm. They said a couple of words, then the Corporal stepped back onto the bus.

"Here goes," Healy muttered.

"Is there anyone here who has second thoughts?" The corporal addressed them, "Anyone realize after three and a half hours of thinking that they don't want to do this? Anyone home sick?"

There was silence.

"Okay good." The Corporal said. He paused for a moment, a look of calm coming over his face. Then the yelling insued.

"Well don't just fucking sit there! Get the fuck off the bus and start unloading your shit!"

A scramble. Lena and Healy shot to their feet and shoved their way into the narrow aisle, jostled by everyone else who decided to do the same thing. Bodies squeezed past one another as everyone, perhaps still half asleep, and most definitely shocked, tried to snap to the order and the very sudden change of attitude. The young man in front of Lena fell going down the stairs on the bus. She instantly went to help him although the Gunnery Sergeant with the pace stick got to him first, giving him a smack with it across the knees.

"Dead!" he shouted, "If you stumbled dismounting at an LZ under fire, you'd be dead! Move your scrawny ass!"

The man scrambled to his feet, moving towards the chaos that was everyone trying to get their bags out of the bus as directed.

"Don't look for your own shit, asshole!" the Gunnery Sergeant thundered at one of the men, "Grab what you see and chuck it on the pavement! I want this bus unloaded and ready to leave in thirty fucking seconds!"

Lena and Healy squirmed their way through the madness, grabbing at any bag they could and chucking it into the growing pile on the pavement. God forbid anyone had decided to bring anything particularly fragile. One tall, dark haired young man threw a bag without looking, and it hit Healy across the back, causing her to stumble. That's when Lena got her first view to the tiny girl's rage.

"Watch where you're chucking that shit, douchebag! Wake up!" She shouted.

"I'm sorry!" The guy muttered, still unloading bags.

"Fuck sakes," Healy rolled her eyes, shaking her head at Lena.

"Once it's all unloaded, I want you all formed up! Three columns of route! Don't fucking stand there! MOVE!" The last word the Sergeant yelled so loudly and sharply that it made Lena jump. She bolted forward, tossing the final bag carelessly and dashed to get in line with everyone else. The scramble to get into formation took a lot longer than it should've. Some of the young men appeared almost ready to cry, others were pale, others sweating. Disorientation was everywhere.

"I said THREE columns, can you fucking count?" The Gunnery Sergeant was still screaming.

When Lena became still, clenching her hands into fists, in formation with the rest of what would be her course, she realized was trembling.

"Now, do I got one hell of a fucking job ahead of me!" The Sergeant began to pace in front of the course, eyeing each one of them up as if they were a piece of meat, "Over the course of the next three months, I'm going to _attempt _to turn you worthless pieces of shit into someone presentable, someone respectable – maybe, someone worth bringing a sense of pride into my cold and unforgiving heart! I'm going to kick the bloody civilian out of you so goddamn hard you'll forget what the fucking term means! I'm going to train you how to save your lives and potentially someone else's. I'm going to teach you how to kill those fucking Covenant that are bringing so much death and terror to Humanity! You'll be put through what will be, without a doubt, the hardest, most intense physical and mental training you've ever experienced. Now, I can tell right now, by looking at you, that not all of you maggots standing before me today will be standing before me on the day of your graduation. Not all of you will emerge as marines. From here on out, it'll be a game for me to see which of you become marines, and which of you I'll get to kick to the fucking curb. This is day 1," the Sergeant grinned, "89 more to go. Welcome to Camp Evergeen."


End file.
